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September 20, 2007 

Scoping Comments for the San Joaquin River Restoration Program – Phase I 
 
The Nature Conservancy (the Conservancy) appreciates the opportunity to comment on Phase I 
of the San Joaquin River Restoration Program. The Nature Conservancy’s mission is to 
preserve the plants, animals and natural communities that represent the diversity of life on Earth 
by protecting the lands and waters they need to survive. The Habitat Restoration Goal is “to 
restore and maintain fish populations in "good condition" in the main stem of the San Joaquin 
River below Friant Dam to the confluence of the Merced River, including naturally reproducing 
and self-sustaining populations of salmon and other fish.” Accordingly, The Conservancy fully 
supports the Habitat Restoration Goal, and our comments primarily are directed toward this goal 
by emphasizing the importance of integrating riparian and floodplain habitat more closely into 
the Program plan in order to benefit not only salmon and other native fish but the suite of 
species that rely on the San Joaquin River and its adjacent habitats.  

Importantly, expanding riparian and wetland habitats that are hydraulically connected to the river 
will benefit salmonids, which have higher growth rates and survival when rearing on inundated 
floodplains compared to in the main channel (Sommer et al. 2001, Limm and Marchetti 2003).  
Other native fishes (e.g., Sacramento splittail) benefit from increased access to inundated 
floodplains by having greater opportunities for reproduction.  Restoring riparian and wetland 
habitats is also beneficial to native fishes in that it provides inputs of large woody debris and 
helps generate diverse channel features and robust food webs (Cosumnes report reference).  

In addition to benefiting salmon and other native fish species, the San Joaquin River 
Restoration Program has tremendous potential to aid the recovery of a broad suite of other 
important taxa in the region.  Consequently, program managers should make every effort to 
evaluate how alternative implementation scenarios will affect not only salmon, but also the wider 
range of species and natural communities that represent the tremendous range of biodiversity in 
the area. 

In particular, there are opportunities to expand floodplain riparian habitats which will help 
recover a suite of important community types including willow scrub, cottonwood forest, mixed 
riparian forest, sycamore alluvial woodland, elderberry savanna and valley oak woodland.  
These habitats have the potential to support many valuable and rare species including birds 
(e.g., least bell’s vireo, yellow-billed cuckoo, Swainsons hawk), mammals (e.g., San Joaquin 
pocket mouse) and amphibians (e.g., California tiger salamander, western spadefoot toad).   

Restoring floodplain riparian areas that adjoin the river will also benefit wildlife species that 
inhabit a suite of surrounding habitat types including wetlands and alkali scrub, a habitat type 
that is situated on the rim of wetland basins in the area.  Wetland species likely to benefit from 
these actions include giant garter snake, western pond turtle and tricolored blackbird.  Although 
alkali scrub associated species (e.g., blunt-nosed leopard lizards, kangaroo rats and San 
Joaquin kit fox) are not typically found in low lying riparian zones, they benefit when their 
habitats are embedded in a large landscape matrix of interconnected natural habitats.  Such 
connections are entirely possible within the context of San Joaquin River restoration, and if 
made they would promote the revitalization of natural processes which are essential for 
maintaining habitat quality. 

In summary, we encourage the San Joaquin River Restoration Program managers to evaluate 
the anticipated impacts of the different implementation scenarios on the full range of natural 



 
 

species and communities in the Project Area.  As is detailed in the Restoration Strategies 
Report (Stillwater Sciences 2003), there are many opportunities to revitalize the San Joaquin 
River that will provide benefits to not only salmon and other fishes, but also the larger riparian 
and wetland complex in the area.  Our experiences on the Sacramento River have shown us 
that floodplain restoration efforts can successfully promote the recovery of a wide range of 
wildlife species (Golet et al. in review).  On the San Joaquin River, the biodiversity and number 
of special status species are among the highest in the Central Valley; thus every effort should 
be made to adopt restoration scenarios that, while benefiting salmon and other native fish, can 
also benefit the broadest range of species.   
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